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I. INTRODUCTION
	On June 22, 2021, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, will hold an oversight hearing titled Serving Seniors in Senior Residences and Communities During the Pandemic. Among those invited to testify at the hearing are representatives from the Department for the Aging (DFTA), aging advocates, and other interested parties and stakeholders.
II. BACKGROUND
Older adults are the fastest growing age demographic not only within New York City, but also within New York State.[footnoteRef:2] Over the last ten years, the older adult population in New York has grown by 26 percent, to 3.2 million.[footnoteRef:3] In New York City alone, there are an estimated 1.2 million New Yorkers over the age of 65.[footnoteRef:4] The growth of the older adult population is spread across all five boroughs and is rapidly outpacing growth among younger generations—for example, over the past decade, Manhattan’s older adult population has increased by 67,000, while its younger person population has decreased by 23,000.[footnoteRef:5] In fact, there are now more New Yorkers in the city over the age of 65 than under the age of 13.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Christian González-Rivera, et al., New York’s Older Adult Population is Booming Statewide, Center for an Urban Future, Feb. 2019, available at https://nycfuture.org/research/new-yorks-older-adult-population-is-booming-statewide. ]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Christian González-Rivera, A Call to Increase Support for New York City’s Growing And Diverse Older Adult Population, Center for an Urban Future, Mar. 12, 2019, available at https://nycfuture.org/research/increase-support-for-nycs-growing-and-diverse-older-adult-population. ]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.] 

The aging of the New York City population puts the City in the position of needing to identify and respond to seniors’ unique needs. Due to age-related factors, for example, seniors tend to have a higher risk of social isolation, and face limitations in daily activities, unique health needs, and specific economic challenges.[footnoteRef:7] Structural barriers, such as lack of access to education, good jobs, the ability to build wealth, and reliance on low-paying government assistance programs, such as social security, lead to higher rates of economic insecurity among many older adults.[footnoteRef:8] As a result, one in five older New Yorkers live below the poverty level, with non-white older New Yorkers in particular more likely to live below the poverty level than white older New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:9] These high rates of poverty lead older adults to struggle to pay for basic survival needs, such as food, transportation, and medicine.[footnoteRef:10] Similarly, one in three older New Yorkers face social isolation as a result of living alone.[footnoteRef:11] Non-white older adults face social isolation at higher rates than white older adults and for all groups, and social isolation leads to increased rates of mortality and cognitive decline.[footnoteRef:12]  [7:  Health of Older Adults in New York, NYC Department of Health, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/episrv/2019-older-adult-health.pdf. ]  [8:  Id. at pg. 9.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id] 

Older adults also face additional challenges. Older New Yorkers are also often responsible for caretaking of grandchildren under the age of 18 and providing caregiving to loved ones or friends who have long-term illness or disability.[footnoteRef:13] They are also more likely to have chronic diseases such as diabetes, heart disease, and high blood pressure, and face increasing rates of food insecurity.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id. at pg. 9-24.] 

The city’s senior population has also been one of the hardest hit during the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the course of the pandemic, older adults aged 75 years and older were over four times more likely to be hospitalized with COVID than the city average, and those aged 65-74 were more than two and a half times more likely to be hospitalized.[footnoteRef:15] The death toll tells a similar story; roughly half of all COVID-related deaths in the city have been individuals 75 years and older.[footnoteRef:16] The City therefore must take these realities and challenges into consideration when providing resources and services to this population. [15:  COVID-19: Data Tools, NYC DOHMH, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-data-totals.page.]  [16:  Death rates for COVID-19 in New York City as of June 6, 2021, by age group, statista, available at https://www.statista.com/statistics/1109867/coronavirus-death-rates-by-age-new-york-city/ (accessed June 16, 2021).] 

	While seniors are geographically spread across all five boroughs, they live in a variety of housing situations and residences. New York City seniors live in, for example, multigenerational homes,[footnoteRef:17] NYCHA housing developments,[footnoteRef:18] affordable senior housing developments,[footnoteRef:19] age-friendly neighborhoods,[footnoteRef:20] and Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities[footnoteRef:21] (NORCs). Some of these arrangements, such as residences within age-friendly neighborhoods and NORCs, include neighborhoods and communities where a substantial number of the residents are older adults.[footnoteRef:22] Other arrangements, such as seniors living in multigenerational homes or NYCHA housing, do not necessarily situate seniors in areas where they are near other seniors or have easy access to senior services.[footnoteRef:23]  [17:  Health of Older Adults in New York, NYC Department of Health, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/episrv/2019-older-adult-health.pdf.]  [18:  LiveOn NY Testimony on NYCHA Developments and Senior Centers, LiveOnNY, Apr. 8, 2021, available at https://www.liveon-ny.org/news/2021/2/17/nychatestimony. ]  [19:  Housing Options for Seniors, NYC 311, available at https://portal.311.nyc.gov/article/?kanumber=KA-01069. ]  [20:  Cait Etherington, Age-friendly NYC: The best neighborhoods for New Yorkers 65+, 6sqft, Apr. 22, 2019, available at https://www.6sqft.com/age-friendly-nyc-the-best-neighborhoods-for-new-yorkers-65/. ]  [21:  In NYC: What Are NORCs And Why Are They Important?, New York for Seniors, July 28, 2019, available at https://nyforseniors.com/in-nyc-what-are-norcs-and-why-are-they-important/. ]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Health of Older Adults in New York, NYC Department of Health, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/episrv/2019-older-adult-health.pdf.] 

	This means that the City’s senior services and programs are not always accessible equally to all seniors living in different senior and non-senior spaces across the city. For example, while NORCs specifically provide supportive services to seniors living within those communities[footnoteRef:24] and certain senior affordable housing developments are served by senior providers who connect those developments to social services that help seniors age in place,[footnoteRef:25] seniors living on their own, even in age-friendly neighborhoods, do not readily have available to them the same supportive services, connections to providers, access to City resources, or even such basic needs as accessible transportation stops.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  In NYC: What Are NORCs And Why Are They Important?, New York for Seniors, July 28, 2019, available at https://nyforseniors.com/in-nyc-what-are-norcs-and-why-are-they-important/.]  [25:  Affordable Housing, New York Foundation for Senior Citizens, available at https://www.nyfsc.org/housing-services/affordable-housing/. ]  [26:  See, e.g., Cait Etherington, Age-friendly NYC: The best neighborhoods for New Yorkers 65+, 6sqft, Apr. 22, 2019, available at https://www.6sqft.com/age-friendly-nyc-the-best-neighborhoods-for-new-yorkers-65/.] 

	As the New York City population continues to age, senior accessibility to City services and resources and the City’s need to reach this population across all five boroughs is paramount. How effectively and equitably the City is serving seniors across all senior communities and residences in general is thus critical. In particular, the City must reflect on how it addressed and adapted to the urgent needs of these communities during the COVID-19 pandemic, in what ways it failed these communities, and what can be learned from those results going forward.  		
III. DFTA SERVICES FOR SENIOR RESIDENCES AND COMMUNITIES
DFTA Services
DFTA is the leading agency addressing public policy and service issues for New York City’s seniors.[footnoteRef:27] One of DFTA’s primary strategic goals is to ensure the provision of quality services fairly and equitably to older New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:28] The agency is thus required by state and federal law to provide access to various services for seniors, including access to food, benefits counseling, employment opportunities, legal assistance, and in-home services.[footnoteRef:29]  [27:  Annual Plan Summary, NYC Department for the Aging, Nov. 2020, available at 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/reports/AnnualPlanSummary111820.pdf.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 

One of the main ways in which DFTA provides these services to seniors is through DFTA-contracted senior centers. Currently, DFTA has 249 contracted senior centers within its portfolio.[footnoteRef:30] The agency contracts with more than 100 nonprofit organizations[footnoteRef:31] to operate these senior centers, which provide seniors with meals, activities, health management resources, case management, educational programming, and socialization.[footnoteRef:32] DFTA also funds supportive service programs at NORCs,[footnoteRef:33] collaborates with NYCHA on certain senior initiatives,[footnoteRef:34] and works with case management agencies and service providers to connect seniors with in-home services provided by social workers, as well as home-delivered meals.[footnoteRef:35]  [30:  Annual Plan Summary, NYC Department for the Aging, Nov. 2020, available at 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/reports/AnnualPlanSummary111820.pdf at p. 12.]  [31:  Separate and Unequal, Union Settlement, Jan. 16, 2017, available at https://unionsettlement.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Separate.and_.Unequal.Report.pdf at p. 2.]  [32:  Annual Plan Summary, NYC Department for the Aging, Nov. 2020, available at 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/reports/AnnualPlanSummary111820.pdf at p. 12.]  [33:  Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/services/naturally-occurring-retirement-communities.page. ]  [34:  See OATS Partners with Mayor’s Office and T-Mobile to Provide Tablets and Training to 10,000 NYCHA Seniors, OATS, May 25, 2020, available at https://oats.org/oats-partners-with-mayors-office-and-t-mobile-to-provide-tablets-and-training-to-10000-nycha-seniors/. ]  [35:  Case Management, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/services/in-home-services.page. ] 

DFTA Services during the COVID-19 Pandemic
	During the COVID-19 pandemic, DFTA has needed to shift its normal services and resources to comply with COVID restrictions and emergency guidelines. Almost immediately after the pandemic hit the city, DFTA required all 249 of its senior centers to stop group services pursuant to the Mayor and Governor’s shelter at home orders; in-person group programming at these centers was announced closed indefinitely and all programmatic aspects of senior services, such as DFTA’s Friendly Visiting Program, were required to switch to virtual services.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  See Roshan Abraham, Senior Centers Scramble to Aid Clients Amid Coronavirus Shutdown, CITY LIMITS, Mar. 18, 2020, available at https://citylimits.org/2020/03/18/senior-centers-scramble-to-aid-clients-amid-coronavirus-shutdown/. ] 

DFTA was also briefly responsible at the beginning of the pandemic for coordinating food delivery to seniors required to shelter at home. At the end of March 2020, DFTA transitioned senior centers from their temporary grab-and-go meal system to a full emergency meal delivery service. [footnoteRef:37] The new service, called DFTA Direct, was coordinated by DFTA and serviced through nonprofit and private food vendors and partnerships.[footnoteRef:38] This program was meant to centralize food distribution operations and manage more senior clients than those within the portfolios of senior service providers. A month later, DFTA’s emergency meal delivery service was transitioned out of the agency and integrated with the newly established GetFood program, then run by “Food Czar” Kathryn Garcia, and the Department of Sanitation (“DSNY”).[footnoteRef:39] Since the transition, GetFood has taken over serving home-delivered meals to seniors, with DFTA no longer being involved with the service.[footnoteRef:40]  [37:  See Yoav Gonen and Christine Chung, Food Czar To Oversee Meal Delivery for Elderly After Early Stumbles, The City, Apr. 15, 2020, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/life/2020/4/15/21247114/food-czar-to-oversee-meal-delivery-for-elderly-after-early-stumbles.]  [38:  See Yoav Gonen and Christine Chung, Food Czar To Oversee Meal Delivery for Elderly After Early Stumbles, The City, Apr. 15, 2020, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/life/2020/4/15/21247114/food-czar-to-oversee-meal-delivery-for-elderly-after-early-stumbles.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.] 

	In addition to food delivery and senior center coordination, DFTA has also worked to provide seniors with other critical resources and services needed during the pandemic, often with other agencies. The agency has, for example, coordinated hundreds and thousands of wellness checks to seniors and moved its Friendly Visiting Program from in-person visits to phone and video calls in order to help combat heightened social isolation due to shelter at home and social distancing protocols.[footnoteRef:41] It also worked with NYCHA to distribute 10,000 tablets to NYCHA seniors,[footnoteRef:42] and has worked with other agencies, such as the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, and other services, such as Access-a-Ride and Citymeals on Wheels, to connect seniors with vaccine appointments.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  DFTA Revamps Its Programs to a System of Remote and Virtual Services to Reach Older New Yorkers in Their Homes During Pandemic, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/news-reports/press-releases/pr-remote-and-virtual-services-during-pandemic.page. ]  [42:  OATS Partners with Mayor’s Office and T-Mobile to Provide Tablets and Training to 10,000 NYCHA Seniors, OATS, May 25, 2020, available at https://oats.org/oats-partners-with-mayors-office-and-t-mobile-to-provide-tablets-and-training-to-10000-nycha-seniors/.]  [43:  Ariama C. Long, DFTA, Meals on Wheels, and local pharmacies ready for rolling out senior COVID-19 vaccinations, AMNY, Feb. 5, 2021, available at https://www.amny.com/news/dfta-meals-on-wheels-indy-pharmacies-ready-for-senior-vaccination/. ] 

Importantly, DFTA has not been providing these services alone. Since the beginning of the pandemic, the City’s senior service providers have been filling in gaps in services and serving the increased pandemic needs of seniors that used to be within their program portfolios, while also changing their services to account for COVID-related health and safety policies. [footnoteRef:44] Senior service providers have helped fulfill basic senior needs during this time, such as providing, initially, grab-and-go meals, and then home-delivered meals; have communicated information about basic services, health alerts, and vaccinations to their clients; and have provided online programming and socialization to seniors after the physical closure of senior centers.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  See Roshan Abraham, Senior Centers Scramble to Aid Clients Amid Coronavirus Shutdown, CITY LIMITS, Mar. 18, 2020, available at https://citylimits.org/2020/03/18/senior-centers-scramble-to-aid-clients-amid-coronavirus-shutdown/. ]  [45:  Id.] 

Issues and Concerns
	Although DFTA has been heavily involved in providing necessary resources and services to seniors during this difficult past year, the agency’s opaque, and often complete lack of, communication and inconsistent delivery of services have often raised many concerns. From the outset, for example, DFTA’s handling of its emergency home delivered meals program was so troubled that the entire program was transitioned to DSNY within a month of beginning.[footnoteRef:46] DFTA’s program was besieged with complaints of lack of communication, missed or failed deliveries, and non-nutritious meals.[footnoteRef:47] During the same period of time, senior service providers complained about DFTA’s unclear and inconsistent communication of its guidelines and directives. Providers were told, for instance, about physical senior center closures last minute, and the transition from the grab-and-go to the home delivered meals system occurred on a Friday at 5 pm, with immediate effect.[footnoteRef:48] Letters sent to senior service providers at the time about the reimbursement of additionally incurred costs for the safe delivery of services provided ambiguous reassurances of that reimbursement; as a result, service providers were required to continue funding services and cleaning through their personal budgets with no real idea of when they would be made whole again.[footnoteRef:49]  [46:  See Yoav Gonen and Christine Chung, Food Czar To Oversee Meal Delivery for Elderly After Early Stumbles, The City, Apr. 15, 2020, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/life/2020/4/15/21247114/food-czar-to-oversee-meal-delivery-for-elderly-after-early-stumbles.]  [47:  See id.]  [48:  See Mayor’s Office of Contract Services, Letter to Human Service Provider Partners, March 18, 2020 (on file with committee staff).]  [49:  See Mayor’s Office of Contract Services, Letter to Human Service Provider Partners, March 18, 2020 (on file with committee staff).] 

This lack of transparency and clear communication is an issue that has persisted throughout the course of the pandemic. Even recently, senior center providers reported that they did not know when centers would be reopened or to what capacity, up until the Mayor’s reopening announcement on June 1, 2021.[footnoteRef:50] This prolonged confusion persisted despite the fact that senior service providers, as well as this Committee, have been seeking from DFTA on reopening since September 2020.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  See Reuven Blau, NYC Senior Centers Stuck in Post-COVID Reopening Limbo: ‘It’s Mayhem’, The City, May 31, 2021, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/5/31/22462338/nyc-senior-centers-stuck-in-reopening-limbo-meals; Reuven Blau, Outside In: Mayor Orders Senior Centers Open Amid Confusion, June 1, 2021, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/6/1/22464153/outside-in-mayor-orders-senior-centers-open-amid-confusion.  ]  [51:  Committee on Aging Hearing, New York City Council, Sept. 21, 2020, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4636456&GUID=441426AA-CD25-4CF9-B28C-40B6EBCCAD9D&Options=&Search=. ] 

DFTA has faced additional criticism for failure to deliver other services during this time. The agency is, for instance, a part of the $70 million Get Cool NYC program, which seeks to provide low-income seniors with air conditioners for the summer.[footnoteRef:52] While seniors were forced to stay indoors in the heat last summer due to COVID restrictions, thousands were left waiting for months for the promised air conditioning units.[footnoteRef:53] In one case, a senior reported that he had spent months pleading with City agencies for a unit only to be told the program did not exist and then waited more time for the eventual unit to be delivered.[footnoteRef:54] It was only through the help of City Council intervention that he received a unit at all.[footnoteRef:55] [52:  Get Cool NYC: Mayor de Blasio Updates New Yorkers on COVID-19 Summer Heat Plan, NYC Office of the Mayor, June 12, 2020, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/433-20/get-cool-nyc-mayor-de-blasio-new-yorkers-covid-19-summer-heat-plan. ]  [53:  Kathleen Culliton, City Stalls on Thousands of AC Units it Promised Seniors, Vulnerable New Yorkers, Spectrum News 1, July 9, 2020, available at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/top-stories/2020/07/09/city-stalls-on-thousands-of-ac-units-it-promised-seniors--vulnerable-new-yorkers. ]  [54:  Id.]  [55:  Id.] 

	Ultimately, although DFTA has provided important services and resources during the pandemic, seniors and senior service providers have struggled to effectively and efficiently receive much of this help at the time they needed it the most. Providers have complained and continue to complain about ambiguous and last minute directives received from DFTA and a lack of transparency and lack of consultation about decisions that impact their organizations and seniors. To assess how effective DFTA and the City have been in serving seniors and how to better serve seniors in similar circumstances going forward, the Committee seeks to learn more about all of the ways in which DFTA has been serving older New Yorkers over the past year, where it has failed, and where the gaps in DFTA and the City’s senior services might exist.


IV. CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee wishes to learn more comprehensively about the services that DFTA has been providing to seniors living in various residences and communities. Specifically, the Committee would like to hear about which services, in addition to food delivery and connecting with resources, DFTA has been providing in such older adult communities as senior residences and NORCs; which agencies DFTA has worked with to provide what services over the last year; what challenges the agency faced in delivering these services; what gaps in services DFTA has identified; and what new initiatives, if any, the agency is working on based on its pandemic experience. The Committee would also like to hear from senior providers and seniors about their experiences receiving services from DFTA and the City over the last year—which services were helpful, which services were lacking, any disparities that were felt in services, what complaints and issues still remain unaddressed, and how the City can serve all seniors better during any future emergencies. 
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